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Urbain Chauveton published a compilation on the New World in which he gave the date of Sebastian's voyage as 1507, That, while not agreeing with Martyr, Beste and Contarini, is somewhere near them; Chauveton cited Peter Martyr as his authority, and presumably made a slip in subtraction.
Chauveton alone may rank no higher in credibility than the writers who give 1496 or 1498 as the date. Martyr and Beste, owing to their opportunities and the general sobriety and accuracy of their work, are distinctly their superiors. Contarini must be allowed by the canons of good criticism to stand in the highest class of all, and his testimony is by itself worthy of credence. It is corroborated by Beste, who worked from a different source and could not have seen Contarini's report, which remained unpublished until 1892. I accept Mr Winship's conclusion that Sebastian Cabot sailed before, and returned after, April 21, 1509.
As in dealing with the problems of John Cabot, so in treating of Sebastian's voyage, it is hardly possible to separate analysis and criticism of the evidence from the narrative that can be extracted from it. I propose therefore to take the various testimonies one by one and estimate the value of each. The texts1 should be read in conjunction with this account of them. It will be noted that there is not a single administrative document available for this voyage, neither is there from the pen of a contemporary observer in England any statement comparable to those letters of Soncino and Pasqualigo which have so clearly illuminated the story of John Cabot. It is natural that this should be so. Sebastian Cabot needed no new letters patent, since those granted in 1496 were a sufficient authority for his proceedings. He may, for all we know, have worked also under the patent of 1502, acting as the associate of its proprietors. The Privy Purse records of 1509 are extant, but contain no gratuity to him; that also was unnecessary, for he was already in receipt of a pension. The Bristol customs records, which might contain some scrap of information, have perished. As for the lack of any contemporary record of his return, that is paralleled by the similar silence on John Cabofs return in 1498. Neither father nor son had found the road to Asia, and the failures of each were thought unworthy of notice. Moreover, the London of 1509 was agog with other matters, the fall of Henry VIFs ministers and the brilliant festivities of the new reign. These things were much more to the taste of contemporary quidnuncs than the pricking of a bubble of Cathay; it is only in the perspective of four centuries that a pioneer quest of the North West Passage is more important than the coronation ceremonies
1 Nos. 49-64.